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The Businessman as Artist: The
Subject Itself
John Dean
 
Take The Measure
Creating, Producing, Creating
1 Why care about  what  the businessman and the artist  have to  do with one another?
Because it is a relation that puts at issue the doer and the thinker, the realist and idealist,
the pragmatist and the dreamer. And a rock basic question like: which comes first, money
or creativity?
2 When Harry  B.  and  Jack  Warner  corralled,  nursed,  pampered,  bullied  and  produced
artistic output at their studios from the 1920s onward, were they just puppet masters
puling the strings of  people’s  contracts  and salaries  or  were they in the business  of
creating stars and cinematic masterpieces? 
3 US film production and many other businesses are laced with a history of managers who
were as involved as the film’s director or editor in shaping the final form and content of a
movie. And what about the other arts? Buffet the subject. Develop a feel for the case. The
cinema industry offers one range of illustrations about our object of inquiry. One needs to
take a variety of soundings into how artist and artistry are more than a matter of one
person alone. How the authority, enlightenment and impudence of art is more than the
romance of individual progress, an all-holy of holies individuum ineffabile, a thing of purity
that flourishes on “ranches of isolation” and “makes nothing happen: it survives / In the
valley of its making where Executives / Would never want to tamper.”1 No. the business-
art relation is more vital, ordinary, and remarkable than this.
4 For making is also a verb in concert, a team energy of diffusion, and the matter of a
business that needs to corral an audience. The screenwriter Nunnaly Johnson said of US
production executive Darryl Zanuck: “His greatest value, his greatest talent was that he
could read a script” and coach the screenwriter to “what could be done to improve it.”2
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One result was the superb movie Grapes of Wrath (1940), which John Ford directed—but
then  “went  to  Honolulu,  [while]  Zanuck  supervised  the  cutting,  ordered  the  movie
released” and arranged its critical reception.3 The result is a monument of American art.
And business.
5 Was Memphis, Tennessee’s Sun Records in the 1950s all about Carl Perkins, Roy Orbison,
Elvis Presley and Johnny Cash cutting their first songs? What about Sun’s producer Sam
Phillips who mixed their music and decided which takes to release? Or John Hammond,
Phil Spector, George Martin, Ahmet Ertegun, Quincy Jones—who were each big links in
the chain that chimes into US popular music.4 Ertegun, for one, blended producing with
song writing, authored the 1950s R&B hits “Chains of Love” and “Sweet Sixteen”, plus was
culturally triangular—a Muslim himself, he’d work a lot with Jewish producers like Jerry
Wexler,  and  together  in  turn  they  produced  African-American  artists  like  Aretha
Franklin. Or look at US publishing during the era of editors Maxwell Perkins at Charles
Scribner’s Sons or Harold Ross at The New Yorker. Wasn’t the editor a professional man of
business  who  licked  and  kicked  lion  cubs  into  shape?  Without  whom  the  works  of
Hemingway, Fitzgerald, and Thomas Wolfe at Scribner’s or James Thurber, E. B. White,
and Dorothy Parker at The New Yorker would not have existed?5
6 The issue of the businessman as artist is the history of ideas at work in the practise of
making things. How and why the businessman as artist is the man or woman in American
history who made creativity happen. Not abstraction in the formation of concepts, but
material reality in the construction of the meaningful objects of music, dance, painting,
sculpture, architecture, literature and cinema.6
 
Craft and Art
7 Nor is this only a matter of collaborations, coaching, and partnerships. The businessman
as artist also includes the fundamental issues of the craftsman as artist, of craft as art, of
business likewise as art which is profitable and useful because a thing well made, well
tended, productive and stimulated by sales and distribution may be an art in itself. The
cultural anthropologist George Vaillant explained this value well  when he wrote how
“craftsmanship  allows  an  exercise  of  the  creative  impulse,  satisfying  the  individual
through his domination of the raw material,” for with well-done craft work a person does
not feel that sensation “of having cut himself from the tree of natural existence with the
saw of his own reason.”7 Craft may qualify the real chair, table, wallpaper, window or
daily piece of pottery to art. 
8 Consider one outstanding US record of indigenous craft achievement in material culture:
the brilliant chronicle of craft art in The Index of American Design (1950), a late flowering of
the New Deal years which bears witness to the businessman as artist.8 Produced for the
masses doesn’t ipso facto mean crass produced and grossly consumed. Nor is craft as art a
quality disappeared. It has continued in America through the decades and down to the
present time; sometimes “industrialized” and sometimes not.9
9 The business of making art is an acquired skill. The elitist European art academy in the
United States developed into an American training ground to make and sell. For art and
design this phenomenon stretches back at least to the Yale University Art School which
trained that great businessman-artist  of  the old American West Frederick Remington
(1861-1909) through a series of schools such as Cranbrook Academy of Art in Michigan
and  Rhode  Island  School  of  Design.  For  writing  this  blend  was  pioneered  by  such
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institutions as Black Mountain College near Ashville, North Carolina, beginning in the
1930s through the USC’s  current  Ph.D.  program in literature and creative writing or
Portland Community College’s program in creative nonfiction. All this in contrast to the
European tradition of art having to depend on government funding; updated aristocratic
patronage.10
 
The Arnold J. Toynbee Argument
10 The producer, the craftsman, the business of creativity—the businessman as artist —has
been visible in US industry throughout a wide range of technologies and technological
leaders, arts and commerce. This is not to say that all businessmen are artists. But rather
to argue that  the characteristic  values,  liberties,  freedoms,  individualism and market
needs in American civilization have allowed and encouraged many outstanding figures
who blend business with art. 
11 To see this fact one has to think and explore outside the boxed, standard divisions of
business versus art,  commerce versus creativity,  the “conflict  between art as personal
expression and art as commerce”, commercial viability versus canonized respectability.11
One has to go beyond the older academic ideal that the “element of art is superadded to
that of utility […] The element of art is isolated [...] This element […] is itself a product of
human activity particularly free and disinterested, the object of which is not to supply an
immediate  need,  but  to  evoke  a  sentiment,  a  lively  emotion—admiration,  pleasure,
curiosity, sometimes even terror.”12 By virtue of this older, idealized argument, art exists
only “under the dual  aspect of  a luxury and a diversion”13 Art cannot be a tool,  the
outcome of need or necessity.
12 But go beyond the old ideal and find the new idea where?
13 Critical exploration of the alternative theme of businessman as artist in modern times
stems from Arnold J. Toynbee’s article “A Business School of Intellectual Action”, first
published in Chicago Review in 1955.14
14 In this essay Toynbee distinguished the person who was forced into a life of creativity and
intellectual action from those who chose it. The more remarkable is the person who made
the choice. It’s not that the art they produce is better. It’s that they are another kind of
artist.  A  diligent  maker  who  manages  the  process.  Toynbee  identifies  each  of  his
examples of artistic free will as a “hero of the life of intellectual action” (Toynbee, 17).
15 The power of the will to be responsible to one’s self is the greater human challenge than
an activity that’s been thrown upon one by the necessity of personal distress. “He only
earns his freedom and exists,” wrote Goethe in Faust, Part Two, “who daily conquers them
anew.” Thus Toynbee offered the unorthodox argument that Edward Clarendon, Polybius,
Dante Aighieri,  Machiavelli,  Confucius,  Saint Gregory the Great,  Saint Ignatius Loyola,
Thucydides,  Xenophon,  Muhammad and  Solon  were  less  remarkable  as  individuals—
because they took to their individual arts as a last resort, a last resource “to occupy an
enforced and unwelcome vacation from some ‘practical’ activity” (Toyneee, 7). They were
less remarkable in their human career as creators than the practical men of free choice,
such as  George  Grote  (1794-1871),  John Stuart  Mill  (1806-1873),  Heinrich Schliemann
(1822-1890), James Bryce (1838-1922), James Ford Rhodes (1848-1927)15—and some of the
men and women noted in this Transatlantica dossier. 
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16 According to Toynbee, practical affairs are an effective apprenticeship for the creative
life. Why? Because creativity is both a life of action and demands that a person must
master clear, concise communication. As philosopher and political economist John Stuart
Mill wrote about his valuable experience working at India House: “I became practically
conversant with […] the art of sacrificing the non-essential to preserve the essential”
(Toynbee,  25).16 The keynote is  discipline.  They persisted in the pursuit  of  long-term
creative objectives; with steadfast patience achieved their goal.
17 The Toynbee pattern has wide appeal and application. One example he did not give is
Theodore  Dreiser’s  Cowperwood-Yerkes  figure  in  Dreiser’s  semi-documentary
Cowperwood trilogy—The Financier (1912), The Titan (1914), The Stoic (1945)—which deeply
examined the nature of an innovative baron of American business.17 In Dreiser’s trilogy
the hero’s art combined his remarkable synthesis of skilfully inventive, intuitive ways to
make money, his excellent, unschooled taste as a patron and collector of fine paintings,
and his Don Juan conquests of only the most beautiful women. Dreiser argued that there’s
a certain creative flamboyance about making money, a liberation of ego and libido, and—
as many a contemporary economist has argued amid our deep economic crisis of the early
21st Century—an exceptional  amount of  flash and agility that  comes naturally to the
successful businessman or woman since “markets behave irrationally”.18 Dreiser’s hero—
his Cowperwood-Yerkes figure—is a great businessman as artist because he always acts in
his own best interest, and knows theory is useful only after the deal has been made.
 
Supply and Demand: Marxist Theology
18 The producer, the craftsman, the training, the Toynbee argument—then there’s the Cold
War viewpoint on art and action from the ideologues of Marxism. 
19 Art was understood in that ideological context as a powerful social tool either abused by
capitalism  or  used  for  the  good  of  the  utopian  state—the  promise  of  transcendent
harmony for all mankind. From the Marxist perspective art was scientifically positivistic,
hence deterministic upon its audience. As Joseph Stalin declared, “an artist is an engineer
of the human soul”.19 Simplistic? This is the classic one-on-one injection theory of art and
society which argues for little or no individualism in the audience. Art provides belonging
as opposed to difference, individual satisfaction as opposed to individual independence,
union rather than alienation.  A force one finds in youth culture art  in America and
elsewhere before, during and long after the Cold War.
20 Vladimir  Lenin provided a  more nuanced interpretation.  He declared that  art—using
Tolstoy as his example—neither reflects nor directly expresses the “experiences of social
life: this expression is mediated by encounters with ideologies and contradictions which
arise from it.”20 In Marxist terms, art serves revolutionary transition.
21 When Marxist theoretician Herbert Marcuse witnessed America of the post-WWII years
the communist puritanism of his soul was shocked by the freedoms of the capitalist state.
America’s  social  and economic organization produced a culture that was a “world of
necessity […] inconstant, insecure,” argued Marcuse, in which “wealth and well-being do
not come or persist due to […] autonomous decision but through the changeable fortune
of opaque circumstances.”21 Business and art flourished in lucrative partnership in the
rampant materialism of the American bourgeois state, nourishing conditions of spiritual
disorder and demeaning exploitation. The path to follow was awareness of alienation,
false needs, and the pursuit of liberation.
The Businessman as Artist: The Subject Itself
Transatlantica, 2 | 2010
4
22 In sum—considering the immense theology of Marxism—is it not fair to say that from the
Marxist viewpoint the art-business relation was secondary to more powerful forces of
economics and materialism? Art is ideology. It served either the dominant class or the
proletariat  (or  the  state  for  the  sake  of  the  proletariat).  The  bourgeois  artist  was  a
businessman  whose  stock  and  trade  was  manipulating  human  desires  to  perpetuate
capitalism. Of course the artist was a businessman. And vica versa.
23 But couldn’t he or she be more?
 
Art in the Age of American Mass Production 
24 The  businessman  as  artist  has  been  specially  visible  in  the  United  States  amid  the
“extraordinary  constellation  of  sociologically  and  economically  significant  new
technologies  developed  in  the  twentieth  century  centering  on  personal  and  mass
entertainment.”22 The title of Walter Benjamin’s ground-breaking, 1935 essay should not
have been “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” but “Art in the Age
of American Mass Production”. Since the American audience has above all  lived in an
environment  of  mass  production  and  consumption  way  beyond  the  boundaries  ever
dreamed of by Benjamin. 
25 The five entertainment technologies created from the late 19th through the late 20 th
centuries  which facilitated a  conspicuously  huge US blend of  production,  profit,  and
artistic creativity were radio, movies, recorded music, television, and the internet. These
five interacting technologies together and individually illustrate how the medium is the
message, the medium is the massage, and the medium is the messenger.
26 With U.S. TV, for example, Mary Tyler Moore (1936- ) came to personify the best of her
industry. Both in her lead role in The Dick Van Dyke Show (1961-1966, CBS) and The Mary
Tyler  Moore  Show (1970-1977,  CBS;  rated  for  six  years  in  the  Top  20)  she  was  a
breakthrough role model for American women.
27 On prime time US TV, Mary Tyler Moore’s characters of Laurie Petrie and Mary Richards
personified the nation’s new independent female who spoke her own mind and did her
own thing. Soon to be shown as well in the 1988 Mike Nichols’ film Working Girl. She was
successful  at  her  job and a  powerhouse of  vital  humor.  At  the  height  of  her  career
Moore’s  media  company  MTM  (Mary  Tyler  Moore  Productions)  was  a  positive,
flourishing, enlightening example of US TV “edutainment”.23
28 But now, by the second decade of the 21st century, Mary Tyler Moore is ancient media
history. Because in the USA obsolescence happens quicker than elsewhere. The audience
is  more  deeply  segmented  by  generational  tastes  (hence,  generation)  and  rapid
consumption; One expression of this is how popular culture studies now flourish in US
higher education, but rarely Cultural History—which has to do with the long past rather
than today’s news. Hence flavor of the week becomes critical study of the year.
 
The Go-between and What’s Between
29 Since the advent of art in the age of American mass production the relation of business to
art has been dramatically important. Rembrandt van Rijn and Vincent Van Gogh had
their dealers Hendrick van Uylenburgh and Cornelis Van Gogh. But their paintings could
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not be distributed and sold by the millions. In our age the unique has multiplied. The line
has blurred between the go-between and what’s between. 
30 US culture has gone a long way to show how art is bigger than the traditionally high,
European fine arts of painting and sculpture, classical music and dance, architecture and
literature. Form and content, package and product, creation, diffusion and delivery make
up a long narrative line. Franklin Delano Roosevelt pointed this out in his radio broadcast
that opened New York’s Museum of Modern Art in 1939—how art by US measure means
“photography,  the  printed  book,  the  illustration,  the  advertisement,  the  poster,  the
theater […] the moving picture […] industrial design, architecture, [and] the great social
art—housing.”24 And so much more.
31 The following overview of the subject itself will try to trace business and art through a
number of high and low byways of principles and practices in European and American
civilization.  The subject  is  admittedly  huge and one cannot  begin to  exhaust  it.  But
hopefully an informative review of issues can be displayed. The attempted objective here
is to provide a better understanding of the businessman as artist in Western Civilization
in general,Anglo-American sensibilities in particular, and why the businessman as artist
relation is specially dominant in US Civilization.25
 
Tease Out the Arguments
Freaks: Alexis de Tocqueville and P. T. Barnum
32 Identity is continuity over time. But it is also how the changing times shape identity. Our
lives as individuals, professionals, and members of a nation are simultaneously active and
reactive. From Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-1859) through H. G. Wells (1866-1946) in the 19
th and  early  20 th centuries,  various  foreign  visitors  to  the  USA  were  struck  by  the
exceptional nature of America as a business culture and how the nature and occupation of
art was altered by business.
33 De Tocqueville thought high art, ideal art, by makers who “always do all they can; and
when they stop, it is because they have reached the limit of their art” was debased to a
“state of accomplished mediocrity” in America. The demands of business were too great
and too profitable. And so in the US “the productions of the arts are generally of an
inferior quality, very abundant, and very cheap.”26
34 Maybe de Tocqueville was experiencing culture shock. Art in America wasn’t an elite ideal
imposed from on high by blue-blooded, aristocratic patrons. Strange new freedoms were
at  work  in  American  art.  New relations  had  developed  and  been visibly  declared;  a
democratic taste culture and its suppliers which allowed new license of expression and
consumption. Baptized anew in American circumstances, business slowly redefined art.
35 An entrepreneurialism was in the air of the time that encouraged businessmen to do art.
In Europe in 1786 Mozart had written the opera The Impresario (Der Schauspieldirektor, K
486) which singled out a new type of businessman who managed, produced, and shaped
extraordinary talents.  The promoter,  theater  producer,  arts  manager,  agent,  creative
entrepreneur and impresario, however labelled, were coming of age. In the early 1790s
Joseph  Haydn  wrote  his  symphonies  93  to  104—“Salomon  Symphonies”—after  the
impresario who had arranged his London tours, Johan Peter Salomon (1745-1815), who
was also an accomplished conductor, violinist, and composer.
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36 People in Anglo-American entertainment by the 1800s even referred to an impresario as
an “angel”—a miraculously necessary go-between who had divine powers.27
37 Did  de  Tocqueville  in  his  American  travels  ever  cross  the  path  of  the  USA’s  great
impresario P. T. Barnum (1810-1891)? If so, what strange new freedoms of expression did
he see or ignore?
38 Back in France physicians,  philosophers,  and notably the teratologist  Geoffroy Saint-
Hilaire (1805-1861), had recognized and busily classified nature’s abnormalities. Saint-
Hilaire  neatly  organized freaks of  nature into six  distinct  categories  of  monsters  for
better understanding,  but not for delight.28 Popular broadsides,  pamphlets and street
exhibits in Europe displayed monstrous deformations as a sign of divine punishments and
warnings. Educated classes in Europe thought these displays were disgusting proof of
popular ignorance and superstition. They were worse than accomplished mediocrity, they
were vulgar.29
39 But in America of the 1830s and 1840s the businessman P. T. Barnum made an art out of
freaks. For the US audience freaks were revelations of the secret self. They evoked terror,
fascination and natural sympathy. (Has the reader never dreamed of his or her self as
freakish? Let he who is without guilt cast the first stone.) Plus Barnums’ freaks had a job
to do for the overall organization of the circus business. Like Wall-Mart “greeters” later
on, the freaks pulled in customers to the main show and helped to boost sales. Barnum’s
freak show art challenged the “conventional boundaries between male and female, sexed
and  sexless,  animal  and  human,  large  and  small,  self  and  other,  and  consequently
between reality and illusion, experience and fantasy, fact and myth.”30
40 If Barnum’s goods had been right before de Tocqueville’s eyes, would the aristocratic
French  journalist  even  have  looked?  How  could  a  freak  show—US  circus  family
entertainment from the 1830s through the 1950s in most  of  the United States—have
possibly fit De Tocqueville’s high definition of art or entertainment? But then American
civilization had a way of pushing frontiers.31
 
Herman Melville and Andrew Jackson
41 The US Jacksonian and Antebellum eras were ripe for change. From the mountain men in
the far West to the new generation of urban social reformers in the East, the Jacksonian
era in particular recalibrated human relationships. One aspect of this development was
how creative managers learned to tap into the popular and sell, and how the audience
itself gained power and respect.
42 At  this  time American theater,  opera,  and classical  music  audiences  were  extremely
eclectic, proudly independent, openly judged what they received against what they had
been promised. Art was democratized. Thrown off balance by new money and the need
for status objects and conspicuous consumption after the US Civil War (1861-1865), art
would  then  become  elitist  for  over  a  century  in  the  USA.  It  would  eventually  be
redemocratized in the 1960s.32 Though at all times in America the democratic audience
would be alive and well in the areas of sports and religion.33
43 Changed relations came about in the Jacksonian and Antebellum eras partly because of
new political  leadership that  allowed a  break from old aristocratic  traditions,  partly
because a  remarkable  group of  charismatic,  creative businessmen in many American
fields of industry had appeared, and no little because of the vitality of the US democratic
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audience. As the king and the duke learned only too well in Mark Twain’s The Adventures
of  Huckleberry  Finn (1885)  which recorded this  era—the audience,  the public,  and the
baboozeled citizenry could fight back: “they had the king and the duke astraddle of a rail
[…] they was all over tar and feathers, and didn’t look like nothing in the world that was
human—just looked like a couple of monstrous big soldier-plumes.”34
44 Consider  Herman Melville’s  Moby Dick (1851).  Like the writings  of  the US Beatniks  a
century  later  in  the  1940s  and 50s,  Melville’s  text  is  both  a  social  and an  aesthetic
document. It registers an American reality and sentiment. Much of Melville’s concern was
with the state of American mankind. He was acutely aware of the demeaning bulk and
body of humans when lumped together in an indistinguishable whole. From the fictional
agony of his short story “Bartleby the Scrivner” (1856) through his own last two decades
of life as a poorly paid district inspector of customs in teeming New York City, Melville’s
life work registered an acute conflict between mass and individual, a debased ordinary
and an exalted extraordinary at tension in American life.
45 Melville  had a  truly hot-blooded Jacksonian temperament.  After  his  success  with his
South Seas adventure novels Typee (1846) and Omoo (1947), he fancied himself the master
of  his  market.  He  impulsively  created  the  idiosyncratically  brilliant  Moby  Dick—the
greatest failure of a sea tale ever written—and incidentally illuminated a key to American
artistic quality. Melville saw a link between mass and popular which the European elitist
de Tocqueville was incapable of making. (De Tocqueville who had so recently declared in
the 1840s that there must be an “absence of great writers in America,” since “literary
genius cannot exist without freedom of the spirit, and there is no freedom of the spirit in
America.”35 Then, in the light of his dogmatic declaration, Moby Dick was created!)
46 American life offered a potent new mix of the ordinary and the extraordinary. The key to
this blend was the Jacksonian spirit, the ability to trust—in Andrew Jackson’s words—“to
the virtue of the people,  the real people,  not the politicians and demagogues,” to be
“sustained by the bone and sinew of the nation, the laborers of the land, where alone […]
real virtue and love of liberty is to be found.”36
47 Neither Andrew Jackson nor Herman Melville were soft on working men and women as
romantic ideals or as a wimpy, whispy, Wordsworthian “leech-gatherer on the lonely
moor.”37 It was the independence, common sense, hearty resilience, the boisterous and
sometimes outlandish vitality that came of age at the time of Andrew Jackson, along with
a rebirth of the popular, national self—“the bone and sinew of the country—men who love
liberty and desire nothing but equal rights and equal laws”38 —that Melville rooted for.
But always in a state of tension, a mass-popular tension.
48 When Melville  evaluated the common American crew on the corporate whaling ship
Pequod in Moby Dick, he pointed out how on the one hand “men may seem detestable as
joint stock-companies”,  but the “meanest mariners,  and renegades and castaways […]
even the most mournful [or] abased among them all, shall at times lift himself to the
exalted mounts,” and be touched “with some ethereal light”—as did “Andrew Jackson
[whom] […] thou great democratic God […] didst hurl […] upon a warhorse […] didst
thunder him higher than a throne!”39
49 In a later scene in Moby Dick,  where the narrator is considering the carpenter of the
whaling  ship  Pequod,  Melville  notes  through  the  character  of  Ishmae:  “Seat  thyself
sultanically among the moons of Saturn, and take high abstracted man alone; and he
seems a wonder, a grandeur, and a woe. But from the same point take mankind in mass,
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and for the most part, they seem a mob of unnecessary duplicates, both contemporary
and hereditary.” Yet not so the Pequod’s ordinary carpenter, this working man, this man
of the people, though he did not furnish “an example of the high, humane abstraction”—
yet “he was no duplicate”.40
50 Melville bears witness to a divided consciousness in Moby Dick, this business trip turned
into an all-American quest for meaning. Worry about the mass. After all, the mass carries
you, includes you. “It’s a mutual, joint-stock world.”41 But at what cost? For “now merged
in a joint stock company of two […] my free will had received a mortal wound; and […]
another’s mistake or misfortune might plunge innocent me into unmerited disaster and
death”.42
51 Melville  insists  how—along  with  the  joint-stock world—there  is  also  a free,  solitary,
creative,  zone which is  off-limits to the crowd,  to the corporations and to the state.
America offers liberty, but freedom belongs to the individual.
52 Melville’s  whaling  epic  distinguishes  between  two  necessarily  interdependent  forces:
businessmen and visionaries, corporate profit and team effort along with various human
odds and ends, monomaniac Ahab, contemplative Ishmael, and the exceptional carpenter
who provides the final life raft. According to Melville the outcome of this combination of
businessmen and visionaries is tragic. But need it be?
53 This creative political zone of individual expression first came of age in the Jacksonian
era following the war of 1812 and saw the wholesale application of the theory “that one
person is as well qualified as another to perform the duties of an office,” that education
diffuses knowledge and that knowledge is power, and that the business of America and
common Americans is enriched by art.43 Melville’s craftsman carpenter is such an artist.
His failure is the tragedy of his leader, Captain Ahab.
54 Just as Andrew Jackson would denationalize and regionalize the US banking system, so
the cultural wealth of America would be redistributed. Exclusive privileges of the wealthy
would be limited. The popular arts would develop from the status of commercial articles
of trade and commerce to dime museums and freak shows, and over time to ornate, mass-
produced works of beauty, insight, aesthetic value and cunning communication.
55 It  would take about  a  century before legal  recognition of  some of  the nation’s  most
characteristic businesses would be recognized as art (like the movies, that were legally
and ethically classified as business and not art in America from 1915 to 195244). But due to
America’s business spirit,  art production and popular appreciation over time replaced
artistic aura. And thereby the boundaries of art were extended, the commonwealth of art
was enriched.
56 To background how this first happened, one should turn to the 19th century debate about
business and art.
 
Contrasts and complements
57 Thomas  Carlyle  (1795-1881),  Ralph  Waldo  Emerson  (1803-1882),  and  Jacob  Burkhardt
(1818-1897)  were  three  of  the  great  modern  pathfinder  thinkers  about  the  issue  of
businessman and artist at the onset of the Industrial Age. To get this matter straight one
can profitably consider their deep meditations as a representative variety of opening
definitions.
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58 In general, Carlyle, Emerson, and Burckhardt answered the question of how businessman
and  artist  relate  in  terms  of  cross-tribal  dialogues  between  two  cohort  groups  who
possess different core values and perform complementary or opposed social functions.
Each gave their eloquent, definitive close readings of the businessman and artist in the
spirit of their Victorian Age which arrogantly distinguished culture as class and defined
art as the privilege of a wealthy or educated elite.45 But their individual sense of the
relation,  the distance,  and the intertwining between businessman and artist  differed.
Carlyle envisioned a political harmony which did not yet exist. Emerson romanticized art
as a holy, hobbled weakling compared to business. While Burckhardt believed art and
business made a perfectly fine match when the time was right.
59 In Past and Present (1834) Carlyle summed up the contrast between businessman and artist
as the difference between “Aristocracy and Priesthood, a Governing Class and a Teaching
Class”. In his brassy tone, Carlyle, that drill sergeant of ideas, declared: “The Leaders of
Industry […] are virtually the Captains of the World; if there be no nobleness in them,
there will never be an Aristocracy more”—while great artists and “Literary men are […] a
perpetual  priesthood.”46 But  Carlyle’s  text  was tinged with desperation.  He had Walt
Whitman’s  visionary  force  and  manly  independence  without  Whitman’s  contagious
optimism. 
60 Carlyle was not praising the “cash-obsessed modern businessman” driven by economic
imperatives who feared “the Hell of not making money”.47 He never came remotely near
imagining a noble British Willy Loman figure. Carlyle was straining to bind the practical
and spiritual  by envisioning a better upper class  than his  own contemporary British
“landed aristocracy, still interested only in shooting their partridges.”48 He prophesied an
elite union of businessman and artist which did not yet exist in England—though William
Morris (1834-1896), Pre-Raphaelite artist and son of a successful businessman, would soon
try.
61 Emerson made the point of contrast between businessman and artist even stronger in his
essay “Wealth” from his 1860 collection The Conduct of Life written on the brink of the
Civil  War and the North’s subsequent spectacular industrial  growth.  “Art is  a jealous
mistress,” wrote Emerson, and “if a man have a genius for painting, poetry, music […] he
makes a bad husband, and an ill provider, and should be wise in season, and not fetter
himself with duties which will embitter his days, and spoil him for his proper work.”49 For
Emerson  in  “Wealth”  the  proper  work  of  most  men—specially  Americans—was  that
“every man is a consumer, and ought to be a producer.”50 There is no better producer
than the man of practical affairs, no worse than the artist. He held up his own youthful
experience of the Brook Farm utopian fiasco of 1841-1847 as an example. For the “genius
of  reading  and  gardening  are  antagonistic,”  argued  Emerson,  since  the  first  “is
concentrative in sparks and shocks: the other is diffuse strength; so that each disqualifies
its workman for the other’s duties.”51
62 Rife here was the age-old Platonic ideal of art; specifically neo-Platonic for the Unitarian
Reverend Ralph Waldo Emerson whose subtext in “Wealth” was Christian faith. For “no
man can serve two masters: for either he will hate the one, and love the other; or else he
will hold to the one, and despise the other. Ye cannot serve God and mammon.”52 This
romantic, religious argument long held sway, as debated both in the United States and
Europe—and remains persistent in the conflicting attitudes of both high-brow culture
addicts and low-brow fans.
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Wheel within wheels: the lingering ideal of “Art”
63 Subtext for Emerson’s subtext is the true nature of art worried over since the time of
Plato and Aristotle in Western thought. From the Lascaux cave paintings and Romanesque
cathedrals to the mysticism of modern religious verse, art has been idealized as a sacred
medium between people and their divinity. Specially for the initiated. “Is it possible for
the multitude to understand the reality of  beauty itself?” Socrates asked rhetorically
about art and philosophy in Plato’s The Republic. A statement which was quickly given the
reply: “The love of wisdom is impossible for the multitude. Impossible.”53
64 Further down the road in the same perfect rut lay the European social historian Bertrand
de Jouvenal who argued in the early 1950s for an inevitable state of conflict between the
businessman and the artist because a businessman is committed by the law of supply and
demand to give the customers what  they want.  Hence the businessman,  de Jouvenal
observed, must be at the customer’s mercy since the customer is always right. Conversely,
an artist exists free of all markets and must view the “worth of his product independently
of  their  immediate  market  value.”54 De  Jouvenal  echoed  the  Christian  subtext  from
Christ’s Sermon on the Mount: one cannot serve art and commerce, God and mammon
both.
65 W. H. Auden, that charming, Anglo-American grotesque of a man gifted with a mellifluous
voice  and  a  face  textured  like  a  dried  prune  as  he  grew  older,  argued  in  his  late,
coruscating book The Dyer’s Hand & Other Essays (1963), that true art “is very nearly a
Utopia”. It must be so since art guards “that paradisial state in which Freedom and Law,
System and Order are united in harmony.”55 This notion was stated earlier in Auden’s
own deadly remarkable poem “In Memory of W. B. Yeats” (1949). Wherein Auden insisted
that art exists on “ranches of isolation” amid its raw towns of busy griefs.”56 As it must,
since art has otherwise been so bastardized and bowdlerized in modern times. It’s become
the titillating whore of business interests from which “the mass media must steal […] if
they are not to go bankrupt.”57 For “what the mass media offers is not popular art, but
entertainment which is intended to be consumed like food, forgotten, and replaced by a
new dish.”58 For true art “makes nothing happen: it survives / In the valley of its making
where executives / Would never want to tamper […] it survives, / A way of happening, a
mouth.”
 
Aristotle
66 Ageless Aristotle offers a healthy antidote to all  this idealization. For Aristotle,  art is
imitation, mimesis. Art is not an ideal. It does not always present truth with a capital “T”.
“Truth,” that is, in the sense of the Platonic forms, the eide, the ideals which supposedly
have an existence without spatial extension. Art is about understanding more by using
reflection and reproduction.
67 Art is at liberty to present people either as they are or as they should be, argued Aristotle.
Truth is  not  irreconcilable  with  art,  but its  essential  business  lies  elsewhere:  to  tell
stories, to serve its audience an astonishing feast of pity, fear, catharsis, to evoke man’s
natural instinct for harmony and rhythm, the serious and the comic, and to provide unity
of a philosophical nature since art “deals more with things in a universal way, but history
with each thing for itself”.59 By a sudden change of events or a reversal of circumstances
The Businessman as Artist: The Subject Itself
Transatlantica, 2 | 2010
11
art leads its spectators to recognition. Tragic art in particular is the great art since it
offers “an imitation of better men than our contemporaries”, characters who essentially
are good, appropriate, true to life, and consistent. And who die trying.
68 “Plato is dear to me,” said Aristotle, “but dearer still is truth.” Here is what Nietzsche
called truth in a larger than Platonic sense—“the whole Olympus of appearance”.60
 
Back to basics, back to Burckhardt
69 Jacob Burckhardt’s ideas about the question of business and art were highly innovative,
based on his groundbreaking study of cultural rebirth The Civilization of the Renaissance in
Italy (1860). 61 Burkhardt held up the example of  the Italian Renaissance as an era of
change  from limited,  medieval  man to  many-sided,  universal  man.  It  had  happened
before and it could happen again.
70 He  analyzed  this  change  as  similar  to  how the  individualism of  the  Classical  Greek
distinguished himself from the dominant tribal values of the barbarian hoard, and how
the Umayyad “Arab had felt himself an individual at a time when other Asiatics knew
themselves only as members of a race.”62 The key factor here was not the cultivation of
each and every individual but the rebirth of individualism itself—the personal cultivation
of freedom and choice in order to achieve excellence.
71 In  Florence  in  particular,  argued  Burkhardt,  this  phenomenon  resulted  in  the  keen
development  of  many-sided  men and women who developed  this  way  because  their
immediate environment demanded both practical and theoretical knowledge from the
same person. Eras occur, continued Burkhardt, where a wealth of demands are made by a
time and a place upon a people, and these demands are met. In Florence from Lorenzo il
Magnifico to Dante Alighieri, from Leon Battista Alberti to Leonardo da Vinci the lesson
was given that “Men can do all things if they will”.63 Because much was expected of them.
Thus the traditional opposition between commerce and art was overcome and by 1478
Florence proudly counted the arts among its chief commodities.64
 
Theory and practise: where businessman and artist connect
72 Oddly Emerson the American was pessimistic. But Carlyle and Burckhardt the Europeans
hoped that if conditions were right then business and art could form an alliance and
broker  a  remarkable  civilization.  In  full  phrase  Carlyle  noted:  “Aristocracy  and
Priesthood, a Governing Class and a Teaching Class: these two, sometimes separate, and
endeavouring to harmonise themselves, sometimes conjoined as one […] there did no
Society exist without these two vital elements, there will none exist.”65
73 But  how could this  striving to  reconcile,  to  create this  “sometimes conjoined” come
about?
74 The  how  and  where  connected  in  the  United  States.  It  offered  an  exceptional
environment for business and art by the time of its full flowering from the mid-19th
through the 20th Century—arguably a time when the American nation was more distinct
than it  is  now.  American conditions  of  life  demanded both practical  and theoretical
knowledge  if  a  citizen  was  to  succeed  and  if  America  would  prosper.  Native  and
newcomer addressed this requirement.
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75 This  demand was  met  in  both theory and practise,  hypothesis  and application.  As  a
philosophy it was first fully articulated in the pragmatism of William James (1842-1910).
This was neatly summarized by his argument in the 1907 essay Pragmatism that the “truth
of an idea is not a stagnant property inherent in it. Truth happens to an idea. It becomes
true, is made true by events. Its verity is in fact an event, a process.”66 In the practices of
US social institutions this philosophy began to be applied by the reform achievements in
public education systems established by Horace Mann (1796-1859), who braced American
popular learning from its inception with the need to instil in students a profound sense of
social mission: “Be ashamed to die until you have won some victory for humanity.”67
76 While in America’s folklore of industrial man, its popular culture, there flourished the
great hero of the inventor. But what’s been crucial in American civilization is not the
hero as thinker per se, but as an inventor hero, an inventor thinker—and not an ineffectual
intellectual. Alexander Graham Bell (1847-1922), Thomas Edison (1847-1931), Henry Ford
(1863-1947), Wilbur and Orville Wright (1867-1912, 1871-1948) were understood in their
time as artists of the telephone, electric power and phonograph, the automobile, and the
air plane.68
77 Americans  are  traditionally  an  anti-intellectual  nation  and  have  little  patience  for
intellectual  abstraction.  As  Mark  Twain  wrote  in  Life  on  the  Mississippi:  “There  is
something fascinating about science. One gets such wholesale returns of conjecture out of
such a trifling investment of fact.” What has counted most is the people who bind think,
make and do.  Regarding the pantheon of  Bell,  Edison,  Ford and the Wrights,  the US
“public loved their style, saluted them as ‘wizards,’ and viewed their achievements as
evidence  that  miracles  were  still  possible—even  in  this  modern  world.”69 What  was
specially fascinating about this touchstone generation of American inventor heroes was
how they made and lost fortunes. What counted most was not the money they made from
their  creations,  but  the  value  of  work  itself,  their  thirst  for  self-expression,  their
doggedness, their restless dissatisfaction with the state of things, and a dynamism that
got things done.
78 Take Henry Ford for example. Reflecting on what she witnessed in Detroit in 1915-1916
from the perspective of her autobiography All in the Day’s Work (1939), the muckraking
journalist and historian of American industry Ida Tarbell praised the social service work
done by Ford Motor Company for its thousands of employees under the leadership of
“poet and philosopher, Henry Ford.”70 Tarbell measured the fact that the elder Ford was
an outstanding example “for practical application of the Golden Rule in industry.”71 Here
a sound if imperfect direction was given for how the life of American workers could be
everything they ever wanted it to be.
79 According to Tarbell, workers were much better off because of Ford Motor Company’s
improvements. And, although the idealists—like James Couzens, Samuel Marquis, and the
young Edsel Ford, who were the driving force behind this new movement in American
industry—“could not do the thing, [yet] it could and did drive men to prove it could be
done.”72 In Ford’s case the business had the vision to imagine a better world, even if it
could not yet be fully realized.  (The Detroit Industry Murals [1932-1933] produced in
collaboration between Edsel Ford and Diego Rivera have much the same effect.) Reinhold
Niebuhr, the German-American social scientist and theologian, who served one of his
earliest congregations in Detroit in the 1920s, equally spoke of Henry Ford at this time as
a poet rather than as an industrialist or businessman because of the nature of Ford’s
commercial creativity.73
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 The art of success
80 From the 19th to the early 20th centuries some outstanding Americans helped to redefine
success. This had a powerful effect on the meaning and value of creativity in the culture.
While  previously  in  Europe  and  the  United  States  success  had  traditionally  meant
“‘wealth’, ‘influence’, ‘position’ or ‘prosperity’,” by the end of the 19th and the beginning
of  the  20th  century  in  American  English  success  “was  used  and  with  a  different
connotation  from  the  one  it  had  before.  Now  success  strongly  suggested  a  personal
accomplishment—non-monetary.”74
81 In America, as David M. Potter optimistically wrote in People of Plenty, Americans have a
powerful compulsion to achieve success “measured not by what one possesses in wealth
or  position  but  by  what  one  has  gained;  it  is  not  attainment  of  a  fixed  goal  but
advancement to a higher level” which was constantly encouraged by the “opening of new
areas, development of new resources, and discovery of new technological devices.”75 In
effect, American civilization provided one of those rare opportunities in world history
and culture noted by Burkhardt where people are given to believe they can “do all things
if they will”. Not everything in the United States had to be about monetary profit. Business
meant more.
82 But how “more”? William James famously noted that the need for individual  success
measured by wealth and status in America was a national disease—“the bitch-goddess”.76
With the growth of Corporations and the spread of “The Organization Man” in the USA’s
20th & 21st centuries business meaning more than material, corporate, get-ahead success
for both men and women has been a vexing reality. And times of severe economic and
social  crisis  have  happened  often  enough  in  the  United  States—about  fifty  major
economic recessions and depressions since the American Revolution ended77—that the
limits of worldly success have been repeatedly exposed.
83 One thing is for sure: the vertical nature of the business culture. For unlike the land’s
indigenous  civilization  of  the  Indian,  and  in  spite  of  the  land’s  complex  natural
environment and its constant reoccurence of natural and economic disasters—Americans
do not have a cyclical vision. Life is upward, ever upward, progressing. Mankind is not
trapped in a cycle of delight and disaster, feast and famine. America is not a fatalistic
culture. There’s always hope.
84 Business as cold cash is not enough. If it was, there would be no hope. Business must
extend beyond sheer materialism. One finds this in the Cowperwood/Yerkes figure in
Dreiser’s Cowperwood Trilogy of the early 20th century. It’s there in industrialist Edsel
Ford’s collaboration with Diego Rivera in 1932-1933. Present in similar but less successful
attempts  during  the  Great  Depression  by  New  York’s  Rockefeller  family  (mockingly
exposed in the 1999 movie Cradle Will Rock). Evident in America’s enormous corporate—
and  characteristic—philanthropic  investments.  One  finds  this  aspiration  in  the  stark
visions of  American painter  Edward Hopper.  Even in the mass production,  love/hate
gimmickry of Andy Warhol’s ironic creations. Art is the great partner of business. Art
makes sense of its barbarian forces.
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Intellectual Property
85 Essential  groundwork  for  20th  century  US  theory  and  application  which  reconciled
businessman and artist was also laid by the visionary work of Walt Whitman. In 1855
Whitman provided the United States with an ecstatic Künstlerroman in free verse with his
Leaves of  Grass collection.  In which Whitman argued that neither business nor poetry
could reach that ideal level which is mankind. All approaches, all is an approximation of
an exalted potential that started with each individual’s birth. “Will we rate our prudence
and business so high? […] I have no objection, I rate them as high as the highest,” Whitman
wrote, adding: “but a child born of a woman and man I rate beyond all rate.”78
86 For Whitman “the sum of the profitable uses of individuals or states and of present action
and grandeur” and of “prosperous business […] farms […] capital” was the result of “a
corresponding largeness and generosity of the spirit of the citizen”. Whitman praised an
American genius for sheer potential which was not the property of any one profession. As
a contemporary review of Whitman’s work later noted: “He reads a man—the very spinal
marrow of him—not as an anatomist or a psychologist, or a man of business or a tailor,
but  as  they  all  would  do.  The  separate,  special  individuality:  that  seizes  Whitman’s
attention—and he has the man.”79 Business and poetry were equal foundation stones for
the greater edifice of the civilization.80
87 This spectacular generosity, this common sense sentiment would echo down the years
through  American  Civilization.  One  notable  recurrence,  already  partly  noted,  was
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s October 1939 radio broadcast for the “Art in Our Time” exhibit
held at New York City’s Museum of Modern Art when FDR insisted “art in America has
always belonged to the people and has never been the property of an academy or a class,”
and  how  by  “encouraging  the  creation  and  enjoyment  of  beautiful  things  we  are
furthering democracy itself.”81
88 Mankind seen from the American perspective of William James and Thomas Edison, the
Wright brothers and Walt Whitman, Horace Mann and Franklin Delano Roosevelt is homo
faber,  a tool making animal—a definition first creatively offered by businessman-artist
Benjamin Franklin.82In the context of American civilization take this visionary practice
one step further and both the typology and practice of businessman as artist overlap.
89 Each culture, each society, has a range of expectations, of allowed frames, in which their
members  are  encouraged to  become themselves.  Isn’t  Daniel  Day-Lewis’  portrayal  of
Sinclair Lewis’ hero Daniel Plainview, adapted from Lewis’ novel Oil! in the 2007 movie
There Will Be Blood, a portrayal of a single-minded artist of property? The socially autistic
Mark Zuckerberg of Facebook fame, as portrayed by Jeff Eisenberg in the 2010 movie The
Social Network, compensates for his own profound inability to communicate by creating a
device—(Facebook)—which does; with which device he and his team do things only artists
“are intellectually or creatively capable of doing”.83
90 Theodore Dreiser’s Cowperwood Trilogy of the early 20th century firmly attested to this
compelling  phenomenon.  From  his  earliest  days  “buying  and  selling  stocks,  as
[Cowperwood/Yerkes] soon learned, was an art,  a subtlety, almost a psychic emotion.
Suspicion, intuition, feeling—these were the things...” since “a man, a real man, must
never be an agent, a tool, or a gambler—acting for himself or for others—he must employ
such. A real man—a financier—was never a tool. He used tools. He created.”84
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91 Taking all this into account, isn’t this is one reason why there’s a law—an Americanism—
called intellectual property? Which simultaneously covers business and art. That’s calling it
close.
 
Visions
92 American civilization excels at visionary business. It’s the stuff the place was made of
since America was imagined before it was discovered. From the time the conquistadors
quested  for  golden  El  Dorado  in  the  deserts  of  the  South  West  and  John  Winthrop
predicted his new City On A Hill amid the swamps of Boston, one finds this visionary lust;
to seek what may be—even if it does not exist. One among many popular culture examples
is how this visionary business throbs through American blues music. For the blues are
that dark zealotry in which, as Ma Rainey says in August Wilson’s Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom:
“You don’t sing to feel better. You sing because that’s a way of understanding life.”85
93 Or take the American movie business as an indigenous, visionary industry that melds
business and art, a typically US, appropriate object of study. But is it art? Among critics
the mid-20th century New York Review of Books critic and City College of New York-trained
social scientist Irving Howe (1920-1993) was a classic case of asking but not being able to
answer this question; of groping but never grasping. In one breath he would praise the
movie Double Indemnity (1944, dir. Billy Wilder) as almost art. Then in the next breath he’d
damn it down as dumb because “unlike a genuine work of art which brings into play a
variety of emotions and character components, [Double Indemnity] rests largely on the
least individualized and most anonymous aspects of ourselves.” 86 Really? Wasn’t Howe’s
reasoning a case of what Ben Franklin called: “the most exquisite folly made of wisdom
spun too fine”?
94 Criticism all too often seeks norms, conformity. The makers themselves are more open-
minded and realistic than the intellectual critics. Because the makers have to be. The best
is the enemy of the good. Because the industry has a long, lurid history of making both
high  quality  and  low,  jewels  and  junk.  Or  as  Hollywood  producer  Darryl  F.  Zanuck
proclaimed: “I know audiences feed on crap, but I can’t believe that we are so lacking that
we cannot dish it up to them with some trace of originality!”87
 
American movies and “business or art?” debate
95 The history of the American movie industry reveals a lot about the business-art dynamic
in the USA. It was argued from the beginning of the 20th Century both in Europe and the
United States that cinema was the seventh art. The term was invented by the Italian film
theoretician  Ricciotto  Canudo  (1879-1923).  Cinema  synthesized  space  and  time,  was
“plastic art in motion” argued Canudo, and it wove everything together in an altogether
different  way  from  the  six  traditional  arts  of  music,  dance,  painting,  sculpture,
architecture, declamation (literature).88
96 From  1915  onward  in  the  United  States  movie  makers  had  legally  claimed  artistic
identity. This was done for a variety of reasons, primarily to claim the US Constitution’s
First  Amendment rights which would allow movies a greater range of  creativity,  i.e.,
freedom of speech and reduced censorship. But, beginning with the 1915 US Supreme
Court case of Mutual vs. Ohio, the court ruled that motion pictures were only a business, not
art, and, as such, had no First Amendment rights. For decades thereafter in Hollywood
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movies this Mutual  vs.  Ohio decision put hard and sometimes ridiculous limits on the
mimetic range of US cinema.
97 During this era when film was legally only a business in the USA married couples in
Hollywood  film  always  slept  in  separate  beds,  while  drug  addiction,  suicide,
miscegenation, rape and incest rarely ever existed, and even Walt Disney had to remove
the teats from a cartoon cow. American producer and writer David O. Selznick cynically
commented on the situation: “There might have been good movies if there had been no
movie industry.”89
98 An additional sad and silly result was that the Oscars developed as an industry award for
good business and public relations, and not for artistic merit (as now happens with Prix
Un Certain Regard award at Cannes). And Hollywood’s Oscar award still lingers on as more
of a business promotion than an artistic recognition. Cultures are spiced by paradoxes.
This  is  a  distinct  American  bitter-sweet  flavoring.  For  which  there’s  a  plethora  of
examples: the movie Cavalcade winning the best picture Oscar in 1933 and not 42nd Street, 
Marty in 1955 and not On the Waterfront, The English Patient in 1996 and not Fargo.
99 Although US law and citizens’ groups like the Catholic League of Decency temporarily got
the better of the movie business by denying the industry artistic identity in the first half
of the 20th century, this did not quell the tensions. On the contrary, film fictions fed the
flames with incidents of scandal, creative subversion, and reluctant compliance. There’s
no business like show business.  The “spurious sense of  decency” imposed on the US
cinema industry “backed by the police” made movies even more “sharp and clever by
forcing their wit into deeper channels”.90 How so and when? Well, recall the repartee of
the Marx Brothers or of  James Cagney and Joan Blondell  as comic actors—Cagney to
Blondel in Blonde Crazy (1931). He: “Now, you play ball with me […] and your worrying
days will be over. She: “Yeah? How about the nights?”
100 Think of John Garfield, Sylvia Sidney, or Edward G. Robinson as resourceful street toughs
—George  Raft  to  Sylvia  Sidney  in  Pick-up (1933).  He:  “I’ve  been thinking...”  She:  “No
wonder you look so worn out.” The punchy come-on by Ginger Rogers in Young Man of
Manhattan (1930): “Cigarette me, big boy”. Or Mae West’s repartee—She: “How tall are you
son?” He: “Ma’am I’m six feet seven inches.” She: “Let’s forget the six feet and talk about
the seven inches.” And, of course, Joan Crawford and Bette Davis as simmering sex bombs
—velvet voiced Bette Davis as Jezebel Julie Marsden: “This is 1852 dumplin’—1852, not the
Dark Ages! Girls don’t have to simper around in white just because they’re not married.” (
Jezebel, 1938).91
101 Another way to deal with this situation of creating but not appearing to be creating art
was to go along to get along. On screen Charles Chaplin posed as a “foolish, helpless little
man who was fastidious, sensitive and romantic.”92 But in real life Chaplin was a giant of
the industry and a business wolf in fool’s clothing. “Chaplin is no business man,” quipped
American producer Sam Goldwyn, “all he knows is that he can’t take anything less.”93
Chaplin  boasted  the  creation  of  the  United  Artists  Corporation  in  1919  to  maintain
Hollywood’s actors’ freedom of artistic creativity and ability “to sell our productions on
the open market and remain independent.”94 The man was a Houdini who made a slice of
life and a piece of cake out of movies at the same time.
102 When the Breen Office created a condition of self-imposed censorship for the Motion
Picture Association even more firmly in 1934, Chaplin, a consummate businessman as
artist in the US market of the time, saw no insurmountable problem with this. He wrote:
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“I agree that censorship is necessary, but it is difficult to apply; the only suggestion I offer
is that its rules be malleable and not dogmatic, and not judged on the basis of subject
matter, but on good taste, intelligence and sensitive treatment.”95
103 But  for  decades  the  business  versus  art  issue  with  regard  to  movies  was  constantly
contested by the US public and in American courts. It appeared that neither local nor
national regulations would give way to the legal acceptance of movies as art which would
have expanded their expressive franchise. Clearly something more than Chaplin’s self-
serving concessions or his oh-so British call for good manners between gentlemen was
needed for American movies to progress.
104 Finally came the groundbreaking incident of the 1948 movie L’Amore which had been
banned in New York State as “sacrilege”.96 When the controversy about L’Amore finally
came up before the US Supreme Court in the 1952 case of Joseph Burstyn, Incorporated vs.
Wilson, Commissioner of Education of New York, et al., movies in the USA were legally declared
to be both a business and an art form. The 1915 decision which had legally defined them
as only a business was declared null and void.
105 Strengthened  as  an  art  form by  years  of  creative  subversion,  the  liberated  US  film
industry free of the film Production Code produced the kinds of movies that would have
been impossible before: From Here to Eternity (1953), The Moon is Blue (1953), The Man With
the Golden Arm (1955), Blackboard Jungle (1955), The Rose Tattoo (1955), East of Eden (1955),
Baby Doll (1956), Peyton Place (1957), Island in the Sun (1957), Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1958),
Compulsion (1959), Suddenly Last Summer (1959) and Blue Denim (1959).97 William James was
right, truth happens to an idea.
106 The time was ripe. Popular culture could confidently sell a tougher, more sensuous, and
socially engaged art. With the Burstyn vs. Wilson decision the court approved what the
American public had known for a long time, that—in the words of the US Supreme Court
decision:
It  cannot  be  doubted  that  motion  pictures  are  a  significant  medium  for  the
communication of ideas. They may affect public attitudes and behavior in a variety
of ways, ranging from direct espousal of a political or social doctrine to the subtle
shaping of thought which characterizes all artistic expression....The importance of
motion pictures as an organ of public opinion is not lessened by the fact that they
are designed to entertain as well as to inform.98
107 Motion pictures in the first half of the American 20th century illustrated how business and
art had to evolve through different stages. With Burnstyn vs. Wilson the relation finally
achieved a prosperous level beneficial to the US public, to motion picture producers, and
to the host of artists who worked to make movies happen—only after a long, slow process
of  value disputes, change of  customs,  much litigation,  and only  by leaving behind a
paradoxical legacy like the Hollywood Oscars.
108 As we shall now see, a similar slow but fundamental change happened with the very word
business in US English, as it became richer and more liberated over time.
 
Follow the word
Ideas follow the order of things
109 Etymology is handy. The universal principle of etymology in all languages is that “words
are carried over from bodies and from the properties of bodies to express the things of
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the mind and spirit. The order of ideas must follow the order of things.”99Meanings are
buried beneath the dust of habit for most people. But they are there. Trace a rich word
through time and glimpse additions, subtractions, and multiplications of meaning. Words
are a  lot  like Russian dolls.  There’s  the bigger,  most  visible  and current  one on the
outside.  While  the  word gets  progressively  compact,  harder,  more  original  and long
lasting the deeper one goes back in time. 
110 When one turns to etymology and typology as a way to grapple with business and art in US
civilization and traces  the history of  each word in American English one finds  little
alteration of the word art but a cornucopia of variations for business; meanings of business
multiply like the apprentice sorcerer’s broom.
 
Art, to begin
111 Though there appears to be no significant, idiomatic US English use of the word art itself
—artist, arty, and artsy have been enriched by American experience and personality.100 The
oldest peculiar twist on this word in US English is of artist as a deliciously devious person,
“an adroit rogue”—used from 1859 onward.101 This Americanism by 1903 was stretched
from the illegal to the lawful, and employed to describe anyone who was specially notable
for how they did something—like a “marlin spike artist” or the “low-gear artist who used
to play the organ in church”. In art of the American Precisionist movement (1915-1941)
and in the long tradition of American scene painting one sees a triumph of art as skill. An
outstanding example would be Thomas Hart Benton’s 1932 painting “Arts of the West”
which celebrates rifle marksmanship, poker, pitching horse shoes, taming wild horses
and square dancing as arts.102
112 An air of violence boomed out with the word arty, mixing skill and fire power since arty is
a US military description of artillery use blended with art that dates from the US Civil
War in 1864—“Blast the bastards with arty!”. And still remains valid in the language as
current US online military blogs go on about how “we arty bubbas gotta stick together”.
103 Lastly, in the spirit of the iconoclastic 1960s, came the terms artsy-craftsy, arty-farty,
and artsy-fartsy to describe the foolishly or pretentiously artistic—“Suzy is such a ditzy
artsy-fartsy type”.
113 Violence, finesse and empty boasting bare witness to a potent yet slippery thing called art
as understood in American terms. Art is the picture in the museum, the sculpture in the
park, and the classics in the library. But in America art also became a term of high praise
for great practical ability and an articulate barb for sham. Art was not dumbed down, but
democratized.
 
To type business
114 To trace the order of things through the almost endless accumulation of words within a
civilization is  to some extent a subjective collection of evidence.  Drawn from a huge
number of potential texts, the chosen sampling which follows about business tries to get
at the evolution of this Americanized word and meaning at its most representative points
and foundational moments.
115 One is typing a word that embodies a value. Typology provides frame and structure. To
type is not to stereotype, but to seek a “means of orientation. Typology does not teach a
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philosophy of its own […] [rather, types] offer a rational consistency which is rarely found
in reality. But they can appear thus in reality and in historically important ways, and they
have.  Such  constructions  make  it  possible  to  determine  the  typological  locus  of  a
historical phenomenon”104
 
Business of Spanish and French—nation, language, identity
116 America was settled in 1607 in Jamestown, 1609 in Santa Fe (now New Mexico), 1620 in
Plymouth (aka: Plymouth Colony, New Plymouth Colony). This first set of settlers who
stuck—“root hog or die”—implanted their language along with their European ways. Key
source of the dominant language by far in what would eventually become the continental
United States was an Elizabethan, Early Jacobean, Anglophilic English.105
117 Spanish counted in the West, as did French in the Northeast, but mainly as intrusions, the
enemy’s lingo. The British started using siesta around 1655, from whom that sleepy word
made  its  way  to  America.  Otherwise  there  was  an  enormous  influx  of  the  Spanish
language flowing into the United States from Central and South America. The eventual
result is that American English wound up borrowing more words from Spanish than from
any other language.106 But  the most  common Spanish words absorbed into American
English did not have to do with business. They were names given by the Spanish to the
geography, people, or customs of the Americas which they first located or were names for
the  additions  which  they  brought—from  the  Spanish-derived  mosquito,  buffalo and
sassafras to cafeteria, calaboose and machete.
118 French is a much more multi-leveled and complicated matter since its linguistic blending
with British English began in 1066 with the Norman conquest of England which then
transformed that 1065 Germanic language into a very Frenchified Middle English. The
direct influence of French on American English was basically twofold: the language of the
early French fur traders, explorers and trappers who first named New World geography,
people and customs; and “dirty” French which smacked of cold feet and faint heartedness
or sexual titillation—like French leave (desertion) or French letter (condom).  Again,  the
French  words  absorbed  from  Quebec  or  Louisiana  into  American  English  have  not
primarily been the language of business. And the job done by the verb business would
take at least three verbs from French: commercer, faire, être.107
119 Point being, that the language of business in America has been a very indigenous plant.
 
Business from the 1600s till the 1960s
120 Genesis of this valuable word business in American civilization starts with the Bible, the
first  self-help  book  which  English-speaking  people  brought  from  Europe  to  colonial
America. In the Authorized King James Version (1604-1611), business is all about doing
your work, getting your job done. The book of Psalms speaks of fishermen as « They that
go down to the sea in ships, that do business in great waters » (Psalms 107 : 23). Likewise
John Smith, praising Virginia in his Generall Historie of 1624, used business in the sense of
work, responsibilities, thus: “So then here is a place, a nurse for souldiers, a practise for
mariners, a trade for marchants, a reward for the good, and that which is most of all, a
businesse (most acceptable to God) to bring such poore Infidels to the knowledge of God
and his holy Gospell.”108
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121 Most potently in the King James Bible, the twelve-year old Jesus responded to his parents
who have been anxiously looking for him, thought he was lost,  and find him happily
attending lessons in the temple, with: “How is it that ye sought me? Wist ye not that I
must be about my Father’s business?” (St. Luke 2 : 49). Like the word dream when used in
American English much later on (as in Martin Luther King’s celebrated “I have a dream”),
used by this Anglo-American Christ,  business has a spiritual dimension well above its
material meaning.
122 Next for business in America comes the act of profitable dealings between people, in the
more specific  sense of  give and take,  trade and exchange.  So that  crafty Quaker the
Anglo-American William Penn in his 1693 work Some Fruits of Solitude wrote that “Method
goes far to prevent trouble in business: for it makes the task easy, hinders confusion,
saves abundance of time, and instructs those that have business depending, both what to
do and what to hope.”109 (This remark anticipates Toynbee’s claim of 1955 in his essay
“Business  School  of  Intellectual  Action”  about  the  well-ordered,  diligent  methods  of
business creativity.) With Penn in the late 1600s one has not yet arrived at the meaning of
an institution or a system, but business is about a task you’d better organize if you want
to succeed.
123 In the propitious year 1776 the Scottish economist Adam Smith published An Inquiry into
the Nature and Causes of  the Wealth of  Nations.  Smith’s fundamental idea of business in
Wealth of Nations is a philosophy of life; that business is “the accepted ideal of economic
policy:  the  good  of  the  greatest  number”  and  “a  sane  and  balanced  treatment  of
conflicting interests,  consciously  adjusted to the conditions” of  the time.110 As  Adam
Smith  wrote,  good  business  is  a  “  ‘sufficient  encouragement  to  industry’  ”.111 (The
systemic word capitalism, with its mixed connotations, would not come into common use
until 1854.112)
124 Adam Smith’s understanding of business translated a transcendental notion of virtue into
everyday  behavior.  As  the  American  social  economist  Joseph  Cropsey  argued,  Smith
believed that if one could “release the people into the custody of their own passions—
from  which  nothing  can  emancipate  them  in  any  case—and,  with  the  appropriate
institutional limits to contain their clashings, they will find themselves drawn by self-
interest  to  do  what  is  required for  the  good of  the  community.”  Business  will  then
flourish as a positive testimony to relying upon people’s internal motives rather than
external compulsions.113 Following the logic of Adam Smith, his new system of capital
exchange was both an everyday economic arrangement of individual investment and a
social  ideal.  It’s  remained a controversial  system of  material  and moral  survival  and
substantial prosperity since 1776.
125 Dimensions of the language grew along with economic boom and bust. By the 1830s the
USA had adopted the phrase “land-office business” that meant a huge volume of sudden
profitable trade and referred to the crowd of applicants that appealed to US government
land offices to buy property out West.  This heated excitement about business cooled
down  to  irony  in  the  US  Gilded  Age,  when  “funny  business”  (1880s)  and  “monkey
business”  (late  1800s)  were  coined,  along  with  the  “business  end”  as  the  sharp  or
dangerous end of a stick and also meaning the human genitals.114
126 In the US urban and industrial boom years of the 1920s business in the United States
“came close to being a new religion in which the factory was the church,  work was
worship, and advertising […] a theology.”115 Business got sexier. By the early 1900s in the
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USA  “the  business”  meant  prostitution—exactly  when  frigid  Henry  Adams  in  “The
Dynamo and the Virgin” chapter  from his autobiography claimed that  the American
language was sexless.116 By 1920 “business” was a pleasant word used between men for
any attractive woman—as in: “I’m meeting my sweet business tonight for dinner.”117
127 Unchecked  business  enthusiasm  was  intensely  expressed  in  the  era’s  numerous
exhilarating, non-fiction encomiums. These were brimming over with can-do, business-
of-America-is-business  cries.  One  would  hear  this  pro-business,  winners-not-whiners
chorus loud and clear in the USA in the 1950s—when US industrialist Charles Wilson
proudly boasted:  “What’s  good for  the country is  good for  General  Motors,  and vice
versa”; yet again later in the 1980s Ronald Reagan era from figures like Lee Iacocca and
the first black Miss America Vanessa Williams—who declared: “Success is the sweetest
revenge”; and again later on from the Clinton era champions of Globalization in the 1990s
—“Globalization is not something we can hold off or turn off,” warned Bill Clinton, “it is
the economic equivalent of a force of nature—like wind or water”.118
128 Back in the USA 1920s a love, a heat, for business as civilization’s cure-all emanated from
US classics of the time such E. W. Bok’s The Americanization of Edward Bok (1920), and in
Henry Ford’s best selling My Life and Work (1922) and Today and Tomorrow (1926). Burned in
the immigrant sentiment and optimism for America’s business way of life in Mary Antin’s
The Promised Land (1912), or in Edward E. Purinton’s peppy, outstanding article “Big Ideas
From Business” (1921). Business pulsed and percolated forth from advertising executive
Bruce Barton’s brassy concoction of self-help, Jesus and the Bible, his best-selling The Man
Nobody Knows (1925). But most of all it was heard in the widely-quoted pronouncements of
President Calvin Coolidge, that buttery bureaucrat at the top “distinguished for character
more than for heroic achievement”—as even the official, USA’s whitehouse.gov web site
has admitted about Coolidge.119 For “after all,” said Coolidge, “the chief business of the
American people is business”.120
129 These voices spoke with such muscle, individually or in chorus—it’s as if they openly
disavowed themselves of brains. Praise for the US business way of life was more than a
vision of Social Darwinism, Law of the Jungle, Fordism, upward mobility or ginger talks.
There  was  a  secular  spiritualism,  a  material  mysticism  at  work  in  the  need  for
engagement, battle, victory and trophy.
130 Here was the energy that has caused each new generation of Americans to reject their
“predecessors and to expect its successor to reject it,” as cultural historian David M.
Potter wrote in People of Plenty.121 Like the crew of Moby Dick, Americans were at work and
on a creative mission at the same time.
131 American literature of the pre-Great Depression era did well  by business—marked by
William Dean Howell’s triumph of decency in his masterful,  sympathetic portrait of a
moral businessman in The Rise of Silas  Lapham (1885);  in the thoroughly-valued, small
town, rural individualism seen in Wila Cather’s My Antonia (1918); the evangelical strain
in  the  businessman  character  of  Jesse  Bentley  in  Sherwood  Anderson’s  melancholy
Winesburg,  Ohio (1919);  the  self-indulgent  romanticism  and  sentimental  irony  of
Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (1925); in the salvation of business entrepreneurialism for
the turn-of-the-century lead characters in Booth Tarkington’s The Magnificent Ambersons
(1918)122;  and  in  Anzia  Yezierska’s  hard-wrought  optimism  about  the  business  of
American life in Bread Givers (1925) and Red Ribbon on a White Horse (1950).
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132 Then  the  worm  turns.  In  the  hard  years  of  the  Great  Depression  era  business  got
reinvented to mean drug paraphernalia—“The hop head’s business was crawling with
roaches”. It was renovated and toughened up again in the US 1940s war years to mean a
beating, a harsh interrogation, to be fired or jilted—“Wow—look at Joe’s black eye and
broken arm—he sure got the business!”.  And tangentially,  but not without irony,  for
flirtation—“Hey, Jeany, don’t look now, but that guy to your right is tryin’ to give you the
business”. While the word’s last major revival in US English was in the mid-1960s in the
African-American, acronymic phrase “TCB” that Aretha Franklin belted out in her version
of Otis Redding’s R&B classic “Respect”. TCB: Taking Care of Business. As in Franklin’s
add-on lyrics: “R.E.S.P.E.C.T. / Tell you what it means to me / R.E.S.P.E.C.T. TCB! TCB!”123
Elvis Presley even had TCB made into jewellery that he gave away and wore on a ring of
diamonds that spelled it out on his fist.
 
Conclusion
In the arena: the business of life and the American empire
133 To sum up,  the  order  of  the business  idea in  America  followed the order  of  things.
Business was both responsible and mutually advantageous, explosive and risky, funny,
funky, and seductive, and a downright driving force. It named a force which Americans
have used but no one has finally measured. That increases or depletes in power but does
not disappear. Business exerts a commanding energy that has drawn the American nation
into its field of endeavor like no other country.
134 Actions  speak  louder  than  words.  One  meaning  this  collection  of  evidence  guilty  of
business in US English amounts to is a non-nonsense value,  a thing that performs,  a
verbal noun that delivers.  Business in America acquires the potency of a Bergsonian,
tragic-comic life force—it offers a fuller view of reality with realism in the work and
idealism in the soul—to achieve all that one can.124 Or, it invites people to self-destruct. In
US  TV’s  classic  “The  Simpsons”  (1989-present)  the  workaholic  immigrant  Apu
Nahasapeemapetilon—who runs the Kwik-E-Mart—even merrily tells the armed robbers
when they leave his store: Yes, “Thank you! Come again!”.
135 Return to a US business touchstone of the early, Republican, 20th century and hear this
bully,  exuberant,  can-do American attitude trumpeted in an address Teddy Roosevelt
gave in Paris in 1910. That:
It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man
stumbles,  or  where  the doer  of  deeds  could  have done them better.  The credit
belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and
sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, and comes short again and again,
because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually
strive to do the deeds; who knows the great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who
spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of
high  achievement,  and  who at  the  worst,  if  he  fails,  at  least  fails  while  daring
greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who know
neither victory nor defeat.”125
136 Teddy  Roosevelt’s  call  to  arms  to  do  the  business  of  life  was  a  necessity  not  to  be
discussed but achieved.
137 Then a sea change in the relation of business and art happened for America after the
Second  World  War.  In  those  postwar  years  America’s  international  empire  was
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established. Not as a long-lasting empire of property and land like that of the British,
French, Dutch and Belgians before. But as a fragile empire of the imagination. The USA
was  imagined  as  the  best  of  the  present  and  the  hope  of  the  future.  And  the  US
entertainment industry fed this dream with a fury.
138 In  1941  American  publisher  and  king-maker  Henry  R.  Luce  marked  out  in  his  “The
American Century” editorial  “an immense American internationalism.  American jazz,
movies, slang, machines and patented products” which had become “the only things that
every community in the world recognizes in common. We are already a world power in all
the trivial ways—in very human ways.”126 But not so trivial, since by the late 20th century
the USA had become “what South Africa is to gold and Saudi Arabia is to oil,” as the US
entertainment industry brought America $5.5 billion in foreign earnings in 1988 and
more than $60 billion by 1999, “making it the country’s second-largest net export after
aerospace.”127
139 Of no small importance for the growth of the United States as an international cultural
empire of the imagination has been the development of public diplomacy by the United
States  government  since  the  Second  World  War.  The  relatively  spontaneous  social
persuasions on an international scale of American culture noted by Henry Luce in his
seminal “American Century” editorial of 1941 was methodically planted abroad by the
USIS and the Public Affairs’ departments of US embassies and consulates. By 1990 this
strategy was coined as “soft power”.128
140 European empires of the 16th to 20th centuries A.D. imposed their cultures without choice.
The United States, in contrast, has invited and cajoled everyone into its vast Uncle Sam’s
Supermarket, and then invites them choose what they like. As F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote:
“France was a land, England was a people, but America, having still about it that quality
of an idea, was harder to utter […] It was a willingness of the heart.”129 This market place
of ideas and objects, the spiritual and the material, has been all the more powerful since
US business as art has honed such skills over time in selling itself. For one thing, unlike
high Art, America’s common culture goes to you—rather than making you go to it (access
rather than exegesis; like the communication difference between watching TV or going to
a museum).
141 One of many cases in point of this “soft power” of America’s empire of the imagination
has been its popular music. This alluring force has ranged from World War Two’s military
radio stations like AFN Europe down through VOA’s current, Arabic language programs
such as Radio Sawa which relies on pop-music formats—“Arabic and American pop music
interspersed with short breaks designed to provide information not normally found in
Middle Eastern media outlets”130—to attract a young Middle-Eastern audience. Part of the
principle being, as Melville wrote in Moby Dick, “it’s a mutual, joint-stock world, in all
meridians.”
142 If the business of American art is the diet of international politics, then who is to blame?
Joseph Stalin was a notorious fan of Fred Astaire movies. Stalin enviously declared to
future American presidential candidate Wendell Willkie in 1942: “If I could control the
medium of American motion pictures, I would need nothing else in order to convert the
entire world to Communism.”131 The late Tamil Tigers commander Velupillai Prabhakaran
was “fed on curry and Clint Eastwood movies”.132 The American businessman as artist, art
purveyor, and the American artist as businessman has helped to make this diet possible.
But please do not shoot the messenger. One should seek the cause, not the effect.
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143 Clearly business itself cuts two ways. Either one is in or out of business. Not all Americans
have been part of one vast, totalitarian, Halleluljah Chorus singing its praise. But in the
thoroughfare  of  US  life  it  boils  down  to  a  common  denominator.  No  pressure,  no
diamond.
144 And  it  remains  a  diamond  in  the  rough.  With  the  exception  of  Whitman,  Dreiser,
Fitzgerald and a few others, note how few of the expressions of business by monumental
works of  American Literature and Art  have been positive.  And even when Whitman,
Dreiser, Fitzgerald recognized the beauty of the battlefield of business—how they still
longed for another world beyond business.
145 Could it be that business messages in America have a characteristically tactile immediacy
which call for response and decision? There’s a vital, engaging call to action—think of
“bullet  points”  in  Power  Point—which  the  professional  contemplative  finds
uncomfortable. Mind serves muscle in the business world. You must reach, come to a
conclusion, get things done. Business cuts two ways. But oh how it cuts.
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